I t is not easy, I think, to talk to a dying man, woman, or child. From what height or depth could one possibly presume to speak? Presume? Yes, that word takes me close to my anxiety, the anxiety of being so presumptuous as to think that one is some minor god with some special message that the dying are just dying to hear.
I'll dare, though, to seek and to shape some words to a dying man, a man I know professionally, hardly at all personally. The words are late because we have corresponded professionally several times since I learned that he is deathly ill, and I never on those occasions could raise the Courage to speak to him as to a brother. I'll dare to find some late words to a dying man because the thought of him comes to me day after day since he entered my world. I'll dare, because how could I possibly see this man as a stranger, When he is in my world and is now not far from death. The threat of death reveals, I think, how deeply bonded we human beings all are to one another. I particularly sense my bonds now to this man since I have learned his name, and read his words, and written my own everyday words to him. If my late words cannot rise to Dante's mission of saying things that have never been said before, I shall strive, aided by "wild men Who caught and sang the sun in flight," (1) to say things he may never have heard before. I write these "late words to a dying man" as an editorial so that he can enter into the worlds of all who read this Journal; his entering into these worlds via the words he and his story are moving me to seek and to write. Comfort the Rabbits...
A Newfoundland tale says that rabbits can cry.
The tale is about a very, very cold night during Which people had gathered around a bonfire in a clearing in the woods. Their curiosity aroused, rabbits scampered about and soon surrounded the campsite; a periphery of rabbits further back from the clearing out of sight in the dark. When the people started to tell sad stories around the fire, the sensitive rabbits soon started to cry, their teardrops forming icicles all the way down to the ground (2) .
Why am I telling you this tale as the first of my late words to a dying man? Well, it may not be true of you, but it would be understandable for a lot of us, me included, I think, if we were to become thoroughly preoccupied with ourselves, with our fears and anxieties and uncertainties as death approaches. So, in telling you, I am also telling myself: think not only of yourself right now! Know that you are a ways ahead of many of us on a road we must all travel. Think for a while of us rabbits. There are rabbits out there in the cold night, rabbits crying for you. Comfort the rabbits!
... But Don't Fear to Ragel
Obviously, there is some truth to the statement that death is natural; that we, like the leaves of the trees, the birds of the air, and the animals of the forests, that we all have to die. I do not know, but I do not think that the birds of the air and the animals of the forest rebel and rage against death. But I say to you and to myself: do not be impressed and seduced by the universality of death and its might. Do not fear your rage or be ashamed to cry out in the night. Do not be lulled into thinking that death is right. Yes, admit with Etienne Pivert de Senancourt that man, as are the animals, is perishable. But don't make the mistake of thinking that we humans are just like all the other animals. We are not. Take up the clarion call of de Senancourt, the cry: " ...let us die in resistance, and, if nothingness lies ahead, let us not act as if it were just." (3) Take up the call of Dylan Thomas, and shrink not away from raging, raging against the dying of the light (4).
Seek the Light... I think you will never forget that "Dark is a way and light is a place." (5) So if you fear not to rage against the dying of the light, despair not and fail not to keep seeking the light. Don't get bogged down on the way that is dark, even if • you have to walk that way to its very end. Please remember:
"That the closer [you] move To death, one man through his sundered hulks, The louder the sun blooms And the tusked, ramshackling sea exults; And every wave of the way And gale [you] tackle, the whole world then, With more triumphant faith Than ever was since the world was said, Spins its morning of praise." (6) So, as you seek the sun with your eyes, listen with the ears of your body and your soul for the sounds of the sun blooming, for the exultation of the sea, for the world spinning its morning of praise. Of praise? For whom? For you, my good man. Yes, the closer you move to death through the sundering of your mind from your brain, of your soul from your body, the louder the world spins its morning of praise. You'll need to hear these sounds if you find the courage to face up to the dark and the shadows.
... But Don't Flee the Shadows
Somehow, I do not think you would want to be smothered with Pollyanna words, with words that would try to tum your face away from the dark sides of truth. "Speaks true," says the poet Paul Celan, "who speaks shadow." (7) There must have been times of late and possibly now and in the months ahead, when everything seemed to be going downwards, never to come back upwards again. It must be very difficult for you to see even a little light in your life at these times, the shadows being so dark and long, so all-embracing and oppressing. These shadows are not to be denied. It would be wrong for anyone, however well-intentioned, to try to make you believe that the shadows are not an inescapable projection of life. You know, and I know, that there are no shadows without light. Without light there is only thick deep darkness. So don't flee the shadows, there is truth there; your truth. Walk, as Psalm 23 says, through the valleys of the shadow of death. I dare hope that as you do you will hear the rushing down of rivers from north of the future, rushing to buoy you up and carry you northwards (8) .
A Last Word About Your Secrets
This last of my late words to you is about your secrets, and this word is a prayer. I pray that whoever hears about your secrets-and don't we all have them-will have the humanity to know which of these secrets are to be written down in chalk; which in indelible ink; and, above all, which of these secrets of yours are to be kept hidden and protected for all time.
Secrets? In Dylan Thomas' story The Tree, there is a gardener, a child, and a mysterious tower. Christmas was coming near, and the gardener had no present for the child. So he took a key from his pocket and promised the child that on Christmas Eve he would unlock the door of the tower for the child. As that eve arrived and before it was dark, the gardener and the child climbed the stairs to the tower, and the door, like the lid of a secret box, opened. But the room was empty. "Where are the secrets?," asked the child. And because there were no secrets, the child began to cry (9) . I don't think there is or ever has been a human being on this earth, who like that tower room, is empty of secrets. Some secrets may be like a joyous astounding surprise; others may be dark revelations of what we have done or become; still others, very, very deep within us and even beyond our own idea of ourselves, may tell of what we could have become or been. How should these secrets be written down, if at all?
In Chalk?
The blackboard and chalk is the image in one of the liveliest memories I have of my first days in school. A little boy of five years old was massively fascinated when the teacher walked up to the board, all covered with chalk words and figures, reached into a small pail of water, pulled out the sponge and wiped the board clean. All of a sudden all the chalk and dust was gone and the board, not yet dry, was shiny, clean, and new.
If you have dark secrets in your life, secrets about things you should never have said, about things you wish you never had done, I pray that these secrets will be written nowhere other than in chalk, in chalk so that your board may easily be wiped clean.
In Indelible Ink?
When I left home at 12 years old to go away to school, my mother marked my name in indelible ink on all the tags she had sewn into my clothes. Socks, shorts, shirts, and pants would never get lost in the school laundry as long as my name in ink did not fade away from the white tags.
I would be highly surprised if you did not have wonderful, perhaps even glorious secrets hidden amongst all of the days, months, and years of your life. I am thinking of things you have said and done, as well as of things you could have done and mercifully did not do; small things perhaps when measured by the norms of fame; words and deeds of yours that have marked moments in the lives of others with signs of the sun. These deeds of the sun, your deeds, may even be secret to you now, lost in memories that have faded out from tags of time that should always bear your name. So I pray that these secrets of yours may be written down in indelible ink on white parchment; that the parchment will never crumble and the ink will never fade.
Never At All?
Some of the medieval thinkers held the idea that /lincommunicabilitas/l is a deep and central mark of human personhood. Something deeply destructive of human dignity would occur if everything about someone were ever to become known. To be a person is not to be a totally open book. The medieval idea is that there are reaches of the human spirit that go far beyond what anyone of us can grasp, formulate in words, and COmmunicate to others about ourselves.
And so I pray not just that some of the secrets you have, but particularly that incomparable se-
In thanks
cret that you are, will never be written down at all, anywhere. I pray that you will remain an unfinished book; that no one will ever be able to say of you: This is his cv, this is who he is! X • To our benefactor, who has steadfastly and most generously supported us this year again as he has over the past many years.
Sir, I thought for a moment that our words of thanks to you should be carved in stone, But stone crumbles with time and perishes. We could try to imprint our thanks indelibly in memory, but memories fade with time. If our thanks are to last, they must be embodied not just in words and memories, but rather in works of excellence. Such works last because they alter time. This is how we shall try to thank you.
David J. Roy
In remembrance
We were all deeply saddened when we heard in September that Dr. John Morgan, the Book-Review Editor of the Journal of Palliative Care for many years, had died in May of this year. Dr. Morgan's consummate skill and efficiency did much to raise the Journal's standards of excellence. Dr. Morgan's writings, the conferences he organized, and his prodigious activities to perfect the care of dying people and our understanding of bereavement have marked the period of time in which we live. At this moment, however, we are most conscious of the loss of this highly gifted, sensitive, and most wonderful human being.
